THE   BRITISH   GRAHAM   LAND   EXPEDITION        189

round a group of large bergs which had caused a terrible ice-
mess. Once round this obstacle they were able to steer for the
islands again, though here and there the dogs had to swim
across the leads. From time to time the sledges got jammed or
tipped over in the knee-deep slush on the edge of a lead. The
twilight began to fade. It was a race against time now. Could
they reach the islands before the wind freshened and carried the
whole party out to sea?

Now the islands looked fairly close, but it was getting un-
pleasantly dark. They were stopped by a lead several hundred
feet wide. Things really did look serious now, since the side of
the nearest island \vas made unclimbable by a vertical ice-cliff
about eighty feet high, and in the darkness it seemed as if the
wide lead would force them back to the icebergs they had just
escaped from. Rymill went off to explore the edge of the lead
by the light of a powerful torch, and as luck would have it
found a possible crossing-place where the lead narrowed and
where a loose ice-pan could be used as a raft. At last the lead
was crossed, and then an hour^s splashing about in the dark
brought them to a low ice-tongue which gave access to Terra
Firma Island.

Mid-winter's day found them marooned on Terra Firma, but
four days later they were able to set off on the return journey
across a confused jumble of ice-slabs. That night they camped
on a large level floe, and reached the base safe and sound two
days later.

During the next two months an important surveying jour-
ney was made along the coast to the north of the base, and
preparations for the main journeys to the south were under
way. There were two sledge parties. Stephenson, Fleming,
and Bertram were to explore the mysterious rift valley, while
Bingham and Rymill were to attempt a crossing of Southern
Graham Land.

On August 15 Hampton and Rymill made a reconnaissance
flight across the shelf-ice in the bay to the distant mountains,
As they drew level with the c narrow fiord,* or rift, they were
surprised to see that it was both wider and longer than they had
expected, but as their main objective was the north coast of
Alexander I Land they had no opportunity of making a proper